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“Sir E dm und described him self as a person o f m odest ability; in reality he was a colossus.... He 
was our hero,” New Zealand’s Prime M inister Helen Clark said in her tribute to him  at his state 
funeral in Auckland. Referring to him  as Sir Ed, as he is generally know n in his native land, she 
added, “Above all, we loved him  for what he represented— a determ ination to succeed against all 
odds.” It was she, not his family, who announced his death to the world.

The prim e m in ister o f India spoke o f him  as one who “drew  our a tten tion  to the 
g randeur o f M other Earth.” (The street in New Delhi where the New Zealand d iplom atic



m ission is located was renam ed in 2003 as Sir E dm und Hillary 
M arg.) N epal’s prem ier stated that, “The governm ent and peo
ple o f Nepal shall always cherish fond m em ories o f his selfless 
devotion to the cause o f developm ent o f the Everest region, his 
hum ane qualities and courageous spirit, as well as his contribu
tion to make Nepal known to the world.”

The saga o f H illary’s ascent o f Mt. Everest has been 
recounted innum erable times. The story  I like best is H illary’s 
recent description o f how he felt when he and Tenzing Norgay 
had finally “knocked the bastard  o ff” by fighting their way up 
the difficult rock feature know n ever since as the H illary Step.
“ [Tenzing] really had a greater desire for success than  I did.
W hen we actually got to the top, he was overwhelm ed. I wasn’t 
overw helm ed at all. In fact, w hen I got to the top  o f Everest, I 
looked around, and across the valley is another great m ountain  [Makalu] and, instead o f doing 
anything particularly dram atic, I looked at this m ountain  and I m entally picked ou t a route by 
which the m ountain  could be climbed. I d idn’t climb it, it was climbed by a French expedition 
[led by Jean Franco two years later], b u t even w hen I was on the sum m it o f Everest I was still 
looking for challenges across the valley.”

Hillary was constantly looking for challenges throughout the prim e of his life. His famous 
adventures after Everest included making the first visit to the South Pole overland since 1911, 
by driving across the continent on a Massey Ferguson tractor in 1957; searching unsuccessfully 
in K hum bu for the yeti in 1960 (he hadn’t expected to succeed— he d idn’t believe the creature 
existed); chugging up the length o f the Ganges River in a jet boat in 1977; and becom ing the 
first person to visit the w orld’s three poles (South, N orth, and the sum m it o f Everest) in 1985, 
when he landed at the N orth  Pole w ith Neil A rm strong, the first m an on the m oon.

He served as New Z ealand’s high com m issioner (the title for am bassadors am ongst 
Com m onw ealth nations) to India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, and am bassador to Nepal, from 
1985 to 1989. The New Zealand mission in New Delhi had been closed in 1982 by a prim e m in
ister who disliked Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, but when a new governm ent came into 
office in W ellington, H illary was chosen to reestablish New Zealand’s presence in South Asia. 
He was the ideal person for the job: he acknowledged that he was not a professional diplom at 
and so left the diplom acy to his staff, bu t he also knew  tha t he could open doors for them  
because o f his fame from  Everest and from  his je tboat tr ip  up the Ganges River from  sea to 
source, which lasted for several weeks and was witnessed by millions o f Indians— four m illion 
at Calcutta alone— who lined the river banks and considered his trip  a religious pilgrimage up 
their holy river.

Hillary was a m an who took glory from Nepal, but was one o f the very few who returned 
to give som ething back, to con tribu te  to the well being o f its people. A few others, like Doug 
Scott, have m ade sim ilar con tribu tions elsewhere in Nepal, bu t no t nearly on the sam e scale. 
Hillary built the Lukla airfield, which becam e the gateway to Mt. Everest. He founded his small 
aid agency, the Himalayan Trust, and in N epal’s Solukhum bu district built 27 schools, two hos
pitals, 12 clinics, and num erous foot bridges; his Trust continues to m aintain, repair, reequip, 
and expand the schools and hospitals four decades later, and to send from  K athm andu all the 
supplies they require to function  properly. He was instrum en ta l in getting the Everest area’s



Sagarm atha N ational Park established and staffed; his trust has financed tree nurseries in and 
just outside the park  to counteract the serious deforestation tha t had been taking place. He 
organized and raised considerable funds for the rebuilding o f the fire-gutted Thyangboche 
monastery.

He was revered by the Sherpa people, w ho were p rofoundly  grateful for his decades o f 
helping them  help themselves. They refer to him  and they addressed him  as “Bara Sahib” (lit
erally “great m aster”). W hen they held their Buddhist m em orial services in January, they prayed 
for him  to be reincarnated  as a hum an  being w ho w ould re tu rn  to them  in his next life and 
carry on his work.

H illary’s and his Trust’s contributions to the well being o f the local people helped to cre
ate an area in the north  o f Nepal which is by far the m ost prosperous rem ote area in the coun
try. This is because the people are educated, have good health care, and can speak English and 
thus earn a good living as trekking guides, climbers, and lodge ow ners. The K hum bu part o f 
Solukhum bu, the northern  area of the district, did not have a single local Maoist during the ten- 
year M aoist uprising. As it did th roughout the M aoist rebellion, his Himalayan Trust will con
tinue its work despite its founder-chairm an’s death. Last November he designated his wife, the 
form er June Mulgrew, who has been intim ately involved in its work for years, as his successor.

He was rewarded for these efforts during the celebrations m arking the 50th anniversary 
o f the first ascent o f Everest by being m ade an hono rary  citizen o f Nepal (no one else has 
received that accolade). He and his sum m it partner are being honored posthum ously by Lukla 
airfield’s officially becom ing the Tenzing-Hillary A irport.

He was a truly m odest m an, as Prime M inister Clark m entioned at his funeral service. An 
editorial in an Auckland paper noted , “His m odesty was as legendary as his m ountaineering  
achievem ents. If ever there was a m an who could— in the words o f a fam ous poet o f British 
im perialism — walk w ith kings w ithout losing the com m on touch, Sir Ed was he.”

He was the finest m an I have ever known. He lived by his very high ethical standards. He 
did an im m ense am ount o f good for o ther people— and he greatly enjoyed doing it. He was a 
w arm  family m an who was devastated by the death o f his first wife and child in 1975 in a plane 
crash at K athm andu a irpo rt while he was building a hospital at Phaphlu in Solukhum bu. He 
loved a good laugh, enjoyed his Scotch and ginger ale, was endlessly patient w ith people w ant
ing him  to pose w ith them  for a photo  or asking him  for his autograph. (Some years ago, his 
face was engraved on the New Zealand five-dollar bill— he was the only living person except the 
Q ueen to appear on New Zealand currency— and he was often asked to sign one, thus taking a 
num ber o f them  perm anently  ou t o f circulation.)

He had firm  ideas on a num ber o f topics, and when he was asked a question, he would 
often come out with some pretty blunt answers. He became outspoken on his views about com 
mercial clim bing expeditions on Everest, and how they cause great crowding on the standard 
routes by people who are not real m ountaineers. He was convinced that m ountains should be 
left to mountaineers, and there should be a strict limit on the num ber o f climbers on the m oun
tain in the same season; he believed that “the com m ercialization o f the m oun ta in” was “som e
th ing o f a disaster in the sense tha t you would have a small group o f experienced guides who 
w ould conduct frequently inexperienced people up the m oun ta in” and dangerously clog the 
m ain routes w ith their num bers. As he rem arked to me several tim es, “I’m only glad we were 
there when we were, w hen we had the m oun ta in  all to ourselves, and we were accom plishing 
som ething with ou r own skill and determ ination.”



In one o f his last form al interviews, H illary was asked last year how he would like to be 
rem em bered after his death. “If rem em bered at all, I w ould like to be rem em bered for the 
schools and hospitals and bridges and all the o ther activities that we did w ith— not ‘for’— the 
Sherpas. U nquestionably, they are the things I feel were the m ost w orthw hile o f everything I 
was involved in.”

Do you th ink  about dying now? At this stage o f your years? “No, I don ’t spend a lot of 
tim e thinking about dying, bu t I like to think that if it did occur that I would die peacefully and 
not make too m uch o f a fuss about it.”

He died quietly on the m orning o f January 11, 2008. His body had w orn out. His heart 
stopped beating.

E l iz a b e t h  H a w l e y


